INTRODUCTION
In Europe, Canada, USA and Latin American countries, the potential danger of rabies transmission to dogs and cats has been minimised by immunisation. In these countries the aforementioned traditional reservoirs of rabies virus have been replaced by wildlife. The cyclic nature of rabies is an important factor in its epidemiology. WHO experts suggest that in some areas the dramatic incidence of rabies may lie in its maintenance in the wildlife reservoir (11) .
Vaccinal failures, increasing incidence of dumb rabies and variable incubation periods have been reported (4, 3, 11) ; these characteristics complicate the epidemiology and diagnosis of rabies.
Rodent rabies has been detected in some countries (review in 1). In Thailand inapparent rabies infection was reported in a species of field mouse, Bandicoota indicus (7), and also in an African mouse, Praomys (Mastomys) natalensis (5) . An epidemic of rabies occurred in brown rats in North Africa, and three positive cases of rabies were confirmed in rodents in Egypt (1). Rabies-like virus was isolated from murine rodents in Prague (6) while in Algeria three cases of rabies were diagnosed in rats (2).
Department of Veterinary Medicine, University of Nigeria, Nsukka, Nigeria.
MATERIALS AND METHODS
One live and five dead wild rats (Rattus sp.) were found in a poultry house harbouring ten hens (layers) aged six months, in Nsukka, Nigeria. When captured, the living rat seemed sick with humped posture and rough coat; it died soon after.
Laboratory examination of brains from the dead animals was conducted by Sellers' method on fresh smears from the hippocampus and by the mouse inoculation test (MIT) using 0.5 g of hippocampus (9) . Experimental transmission of wild rat virus to experimental animals was performed by IM inoculation with 0.18 ml of the 20% suspension of the rabid brain specimens. Natural transmission experiments were also performed by contact with rabid or healthy rats. Six experimental rats were obtained by trapping. Four dogs having no previous contact with dogs from outside were acquired from reliable sources. All experimental animals were stabilised for at least 14 days prior to experiment.
RESULTS
Although the brain smears of wild (poultry house) rats were negative for Negri bodies, MIT showed the brain samples to be positive.
Details of experimental procedure, natural transmission and results are presented in Tables I and II. DISCUSSION Rodent rabies is very rarely reported in Nigeria and may not, therefore, be common. It is not safe, however, to assume that rabies is absent in Nigerian rodents, particularly wild rats. Rattus species are quite common in the ecological zone of Nsukka. They visit animal houses where they attack poultry or eat and contaminate animal feeds.
Epidemiologically, rodents are not generally considered important in the transmission of rabies. But in Dakar a dog bitten by a Gambian rat {Cricetomys gambianus) died 59 days after the bite (8) . In this study, the experimental dog housed with a rabid rat (furious form) was bitten on the nose and died of dumb rabies six days later. Such animals increase the exposure potential of man and other animals to rabies infection (3).
Although rodents are not regarded as a potential source of human rabies (12), some cases have been recorded in the USA and Bucharest (1). In Algiers, bites from rodents rank second to dog bites and the victims are usually bitten on the head and fingers, locations considered to be very dangerous (2) . This author is not aware of any human exposure to rabid rodents in Nigeria.
Most of the experimental animals in this report died either of furious or dumb rabies. Rabid rodents, therefore, could pose potential health hazards for fauna in their particular ecosystem. Humans and domestic animals (dogs and cats) entering the area run the risk of exposure to rabies.
Rabies virus isolated from rodents may exhibit "viscero-tropism" and so the virus can be found in various tissues of infected animals. The virus has been isolated from (10) . Children from the rural communities of Nsukka hunt wild rats and butcher them for their meat. Handling of infected material during the process of dressing could expose them to rat rabies from contamination of superficial wounds. Their habit of inserting their hands into the burrows to pick out the rats constitutes another health risk.
Although rabies has been demonstrated in wild rats in Nsukka, the dog is still the major reservoir of rabies virus in Nigeria. 
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